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Honks from a 
rain barrel' 
T HAT Dudu Pukwana, one of the most moving and distinctive of all 
South African jazz mu· 
sicians, should have died at the 
age of fD only weeks after the 
early demise of his long-time 
musical partner Chris McGre-
gor may be just vicious coinci-
dence. But anyone who wit-
nessed the best moments of the 
creative empathy that once pro-
voked a critic to describe Puk-
wana as . the Johnny Hodges to 
McGregor's Ellington might 
have guessed that the wrench 
of C~ris's death was likely to be 
profoundly dispiriting to Puk-
wana, whose health was al· 
ready doubtful. 
Now only one member of the 
original South African Blue 
Notes - drummer Louis Mo-
halo - survives out ofthe quin-
tet that left the Cape (all in 
their twenties and bursting 
with music) for Switzerland in 
1965. It lends support to the con-
tention that the disequilibrium 
of exiles, difficult for any cre-
ative artist torn up by the roots, 
may be even more undermining 
to South Africans, whatever 
their colour, driven from such a 
dazzlingly beautiful country by 
sueh a malign system. 
Pukwana lived in England 
from 1966 when the Blue N(, ~es 
- then playing a kind of unt'uly 
hard bop laced with township 
dance n- • and New York free 
playing '-..,/settled in London. 
The whole band made a vivid 
impression (nothing they did 
was cool, restrained or 
apparently calculated) but Puk· 
wana was always especially 
memorable. 
A short, vivacious ml\D, built 
like a rain barrel, he was a fire-
cracker both as a performer 
and a human being - his 
arrival anywhere was impossi-
ble to play down. Given to 
abrupt detonations of laughter, 
a mixture of bear-hugs and oc-
casional suspicious fury (usu-
ally shor;t-lived), he translated 
all these mannerisms into mu· 
sical parallels - wild swoops of 
sound on the alto saxophone 
ending in cantankerous honks, 
tender, vibrato-laden rhapsody, 
raucous guffaws turning into 
sly, knowing seductiveness. 
His closest musical relative 
was the early saxophone style 
of Omette Coleman, which he 
both admired and understood . . 
But if Pukwana was a gifted 
thematic improviser who didn't 
need chords to tell a story, he 
was also a master of' the 
breathy, romantic quiver, a 
rich and billowing sound wor· 
thy of Hodges or Ben Webster 
- in Pukwana's case a relic of 
accompanying the late·night 
clinch at a thousand township 
dances . . 
Dudu Pukwana came from 
Port Elizabeth. His mother was 
a sInger, his father a singer and 
pianist, and, initially, Pukwana 
took up his father's instrument. 
He was visiting Cape Town as a 
Musician Dudu Pukwana, a gifted thematic improviser who didn't need chords to tell a story 
pianist in 1962 when Chris 
McGregor, then a music stu-
den't looking to form a band; no-
ticed him. 
Around the same time, after 
playing the alto saxophone for 
six years, he won a prize as Sax-
ophonist of the Year at the Jo-
hannesburg jazz festival. It was 
as an altoist and composer that 
Pukwana helped McGregor 
make the Blue Notes famous, 
not just for the vigour of its 
music but also for the then 
unique mixed-race line-up. 
In the seventies in England, 
after successes with variol, 
McGregor groups (including 
P , pectacular Ellington-meet-
• -",,1a big-band Brotherhood of 
Breath), Pukwana began to 
form groups of his own. One of 
his first, Spear, toured South 
Africa with Hugh Masekela, 
and then travelled the States. 
lating or parsimonious with his 
capabilities as a player. As a 
result, his optimistic assump-
tion that every band wanted 
him to sit in, his oec. ' nal ten-
dency to ask promu, $ for his 
fee twice (having genuinely for-
gotten by the end ofthe gig that. 
he'd taken the money upfront 
and deposited most of it in th 
bar during the evening), or hi 
erratic timekeeping were usu-
ally taken to be a small pric 
for access to such a life force, 
on or off stage. 
Pukwana's musical interests 
ranged wide. He liked reggae 
and even the distinctly unmelo-
dious sounds of the European 
free-improvisers, with many of 
whom he shared some bizarre 
and often astonishingly fertil~ 
evenings. In 1978, the musicia9 
formed Zila, a sometimes rag;. 
ged but unfailingly exhilaratin~ 
band , with which he has 
worked ever since. 
Dudu Pukwana was one of John Fordham 
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